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Proponents of additive bilingualism in the United States often claim that maintenance of a na-
tive/home language in addition to learning English results in many benefits, one of which is economic 
(Tse, 2001).  Under this assumption, bilingual speakers have more career opportunities and possibly 
higher earning-potential than their monolingual English-speaking counterparts.  This report explores 
if there is truly  a trend in income levels for Latinos who speak both English and Spanish compared 
to those of Latinos who speak English only.  For the purposes of this report, Latinos who speak both 
Spanish and English are referred to as “bilingual Latinos”, while Latinos who speak English only are 
“monolingual Latinos”.  Using the 2009 American Community Survey census data, two fundamental 
variables in this investigation included “Speaks English” and “Language Spoken at Home”.  From 
these variables, “bilingual Latinos” in this report are defined as those who self-report speaking Span-
ish at home and rating their English ability as “well” or “very well,” while “monolingual Latinos” are 
those who self-report speaking “English only”.  Another primary variable used in this investigation is 
“Total Personal Income.” 
  
 Among the major racial and ethnic groups in New York City, Latinos earned on average, the 
lowest income levels when compared to other ethnic and racial groups (Non-Hispanic Whites, Non-
Hispanic Blacks and Asians).  Specifically, the median total personal income for Latinos was 
$18,000 (see Figure 1). 
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Non-Hispanic Whites Non-Hispanic Blacks Asians Latinos
Figure 1
Median Personal Income by Race/Ethnicity (in US$), 2009 
 
Upon closer examination, the comparison is striking when observing that Latinos earned less in 
total personal income than the highest earning group (Non-Hispanic Whites) with a median differ-
ence of $20,000. 
  
When taking into account language variables to analyze the income levels of Latinos, one notices 
a minor difference between bilingual Latinos and monolingual Latinos (see Figure 2).  Overall, bilin-
gual Latinos appear to have had an advantage over monolingual Latinos in terms of median total 
personal income: $30,000 and $25,000, respectively.  Under this broad interpretation and without 

























Incorporating other variables such as place of birth and educational attainment gives a clearer 
picture of the possible impact of language on Latino income attainment. When comparing the medi-
an total personal income of bilingual Latinos based on place of birth, we see that foreign-born bilin-
gual Latinos earned less than domestic-born bilingual Latinos, $25,000 and $30,000 respectively.  
See Figure 3.  Bilingual Latinos who were born in the U.S. appear to have an earning advantage 
over their foreign-born counterparts. 
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English-only Monolinguals English-Spanish Bilinguals
Figure 2






















In general, educational attainment is one of the strongest predictors of income. A breakdown of 
Latinos bilinguals and monolinguals by educational attainments is essential to understand the in-
come patterns of Latinos.   See Figure 4. 
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Domestic-Born Latinos Foreign-Born Latinos
Figure 3















Did not finish High School Has at least a HS diploma Has at least a Bachelor's Degree
Figure 4
Median Income for Latinos by Educational Attainment, 2009 
 
In keeping trend with general population, Latino income is positively associated with higher edu-
cational attainment. The question then becomes to what extent does bilingualism impact income with 
respect to educational attainment.  Overall, among all Latinos who did not complete high school, 
monolinguals earned significantly less than bilinguals, namely $10,000 and $14,000.  Among domes-
tic-born Latinos specifically, this same distinction was present, although the difference in income was 
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English-Only Monolinguals Spanish-English Bilinguals
Figure 5




























These figures suggest that for Latinos who did not complete high school, bilingualism does pre-
sent an economic advantage.   
 
 In contrast, bilingualism does not appear to be an economic advantage for Latinos who do 
hold a high school diploma and for those who hold a Bachelor’s Degree.  In 2009 monolingual Lati-
nos who completed high school earned more than their bilingual counterparts.  Specifically, monolin-
gual Latinos with a high school diploma earned $27,400 while bilingual Latinos with a high school 
diploma earned $26,000.  This difference in income is even more significant for Latinos who have 
attained a Bachelor’s degree: monolinguals earned $52,600 while bilinguals earned $45,000.  This 
distinction also holds when comparing domestic-born Latinos who have completed a four-year col-
lege degree: the median total personal income for these domestic-born monolingual Latinos was 
$55,000, while their bilingual counterparts earned only $47,850.  See Figures7 and 8. 
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English-Only Monolinguals Spanish-English Bilinguals
Figure 6
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Achieved HS Diploma Achieved Bachelor's Degree
Figure 7















Achieved HS Diploma Achieved Bachelor's Degree
Figure 8




Overall these figures suggest that in 2009 bilingualism provided higher earning potential only for 
Latinos who had not completed high school, regardless of place of birth.  Conversely, for those who 
held a high school diploma, bilingualism did not seem to imply such an advantage for earning poten-
tial.  In sum, educational attainment appears to be an important factor that mediates the role of bilin-
gualism on the income of Latinos. 
 
This finding was consistent across the three major Latino nationality groups in New York City, 
namely Puerto Ricans, Dominicans and Mexicans (see Figures 9 through 11).  In each group, bilin-
gual Latinos who had not completed high school outperformed their monolingual counterparts in me-
dian total personal income.  For those who have achieved a Bachelor’s Degree or higher, however, 
the reverse was found: monolinguals earned more than bilinguals. 
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Did not finish HS Achieved HS Diploma Achieved Bachelor's Degree
Figure 9
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Did not finish HS Achieved HS Diploma Achieved Bachelor's Degree
Figure 10

















Did not finish HS Achieved HS Diploma Achieved Bachelor's Degree
Figure 11




 Finally, to gain a clearer picture, it is imperative to understand the role of educational attain-
ment with respect to occupations and income (see Figures 12 and 13).  Thus, in examining median 
total personal income in 2009, it is necessary to separate occupations into two separate categories: 
those that do not require a Bachelor’s degree and those that do.  Under this analysis, bilingual Lati-
nos generally earned more than monolingual Latinos in occupations that do not require a Bachelor’s 
Degree (construction related-jobs, secretary/receptionist, waiters/bartenders, janitors).  The only ex-
ception was waiters/bartenders: in this field alone, monolinguals outpaced bilinguals in median total 
personal income.  On the other hand, bilingual Latinos earned less than monolingual Latinos in occu-
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Receptionists Construction-related Jobs Waiters/Bartenders Janitors
Figure 12


























The most striking difference was found within the occupation of lawyers.  Bilingual Latino lawyers 
earned considerably less than monolingual Latino lawyers (almost $100,000) in 2009.  In analyzing 
bilingualism in terms of occupations based on educational attainment, these findings further support 
the claim that bilingualism was an economic benefit in New York City primarily for Latinos who had 
not completed high school. 
 
In conclusion, the economic benefits of Spanish-English bilingualism are highly mediated by 
the effects of educational attainment. For those who lacked a four-year college degree in 2009, bilin-
gual Spanish-English Latinos generally possessed an advantage in obtaining higher incomes than 
monolingual English-only Latinos.  On the other hand, bilingual Latinos who held at least a Bache-
lor’s degree in 2009 earned less than their monolingual counterparts.  These findings were also con-
firmed when classifying occupations into two categories: jobs that typically require a Bachelor’s de-
gree and those that do not.  For occupations that require a four-year college degree (architects, civil 
engineers, physicians, and lawyers), bilingual Latinos earned less than monolingual Latinos.  Con-
versely, bilingual Latinos earned more than monolingual Latinos for occupations that do not typically 
require a Bachelor’s degree (janitors, construction workers, waiters, receptionists and secretaries).   
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Architects Civil Engineers Physicians Lawyers
Figure 13
Median Income for Latinos in Professions that Require a College Degree, 2009
Monolinguals
Bilinguals
